Retail credit survey, 1951 by anonymous
RETAIL CREDIT SURVEY—1951
:
Instalment sales at retail stores as a whole de-
clined slightly in 1951 for the first time since 1945.
Increases in cash and charge-account sales, however,
were more than enough to offset this decline. The
expansion in cash and charge sales amounted to an
estimated 6 billion and 2 billion dollars, respectively,
while instalment sales declined by about 600 mil-
lion. These estimates of total retail sales by type
of transaction, shown in Table 1 and the accom-
panying chart, are based in part on findings of
the 1951 Retail Credit Survey.
Price changes played an important role in retail
sales movements from 1950 to 1951. Price in-
creases were prevalent in retail trade during the
first half of 1951 and occurred even later for auto-
mobiles and apparel. Despite declines in list
prices of many commodities in the latter part of
the year and some further reductions through pro-
motional activity and special discounts, prices for
the year as a whole were considerably higher than
in 1950. After allowances for price changes, the
physical volume of sales was lower in 1951 than in
1950.
The distribution of sales by type of transaction
TABLE 1
RETAIL SALES BY TYPE OF TRANSACTION























































































































NOTE.—The estimates of total retail sales were compiled by the
Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, United States Depart-
ment of Commerce. Sales by type of transaction are based on
data from the Census of Business for 1939 and 1948, and on Retail
Credit Survey findings and other related data for intercensal and
later years.
remained practically unchanged in 1951. The pro-
portion of instalment sales declined slightly but
was still at about the prewar level. Sales of this type
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accounted for 13 cents of the retail dollar, more than
three times the wartime low. Charge-account busi-
ness tapered off relatively during the war, but since
then has been the most stable segment of retail
sales. During the past three years charge-account
sales have represented 19 cents of each dollar spent.
Cash sales, following five years of decline, increased
slightly in relative importance in 1951. Sales of this
type represented 69 cents of each dollar spent in
retail establishments during the year, as compared
with 68 cents in 1950 and 78 cents at the end of
the war.
^^The Retail Credit Survey for 1951 is the ninth annual
study of credit-granting retail stores conducted by the Fed-
eral Reserve System. The Survey covers nine trade lines and
is based on data from about 16,000 stores, all of which trans-
acted a part of their business on credit. Information was
obtained on sales by type of transaction, down payments,
and instalment paper sold in 1950 and 1951 and on ac-
counts receivable by type and value of inventories at the end
of these years. Totals include concerns submitting con-
solidated reports for multiple units, which in some cases
could not be tabulated by Federal Reserve districts.
This article was prepared by Katharyne P. Reil of the
Board's Division of Research and Statistics.
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Sales experience of retail stores in 1951 reflected
a number of changes in the retail market that fol-
lowed the mid-1950 buying upsurge stimulated by
the Korean outbreak. The year began with a high
level of sales as consumers—anticipating shortages
—stepped up their buying again, following the
Chinese intervention in the Korean conflict. Price
increases that began in 1950 continued into the
early months of 1951. Incomes continued large.
Record production of both durable and nondurable
goods permitted retailers to build up their inven-
tories to meet an accelerated rate of demand. By
the second quarter of 1951, however, consumer
demand for major durables began to weaken as
shortages failed to develop, and sales in some lines
began to lag. Retail inventories began to appear
large relative to the reduced sales volume. During
the remainder of the year retailers attempted
through shorter commitments, greater promotional
activity, and price reductions to lower stocks on
hand. Instalment sales of major durable goods
had been subject to Government regulation of mini-
mum down payments and maximum maturities
since September 1950. These requirements were
eased after July, in accordance with amendments to
the Defense Production Act of 1950.
SALES IN SELECTED TRADES
Sales at the nine kinds of credit-granting stores
covered by the 1951 Retail Credit Survey generally
showed moderate changes from the 1950 volume.
Sales of durable and nondurable goods during these
two years set the general pattern for the differences
reported by the groups surveyed. Stores selling
primarily major durable goods had experienced a
rapid sales growth during 1950. In 1951 such stores
reported sales declines as large as 9 per cent. Stores
selling nondurables and smaller durable items, on
the other hand, had shown less marked increases in
1950 and continued to expand sales during 1951.
For such stores the 1950-to-1951 sales comparisons
were generally favorable.
The high level of sales that prevailed during
1950 at stores selling primarily major consumer
durable goods was supplemented by a wave of
scare buying during the summer months. A second
buying wave early in 1951 was followed by a rather
sharp decline in the demand for such goods that
brought total sales for 1951 below the level of the
previous year. The decline, as shown in Table 2,
was most pronounced at household appliance stores,
where all types of sales were down. Declines in
sales of appliances also accounted in large part for
the slight reduction in total sales of furniture stores.
Because used car sales remained strong in 1951,
automobile dealers' sales for the year as a whole
were only 4 per cent below the record 1950 total.
Hardware, jewelry, and automobile tire and ac-
cessory stores, which sell primarily smaller durable
goods items, reported larger sales in 1951 than in
TABLE 2
RETAIL SALES, BY TYPE OF TRANSACTION AND BY KIND OF BUSINESS































































































































1 The extent of coverage in the various trade groups is indicated by the following comparisons of sales volume of the reporting credit-
granting stores with the estimated total sales volume of all stores for each trade: department stores, 84 per cent; men's clothing stores,
12 per cent; women's apparel stores, 14 per cent; furniture stores, 16 per cent; household appliance stores, 11 per cent; jewelry stores,
8 per cent; hardware stores, 5 per cent; automobile dealers, 12 per cent; and automobile tire and accessory stores, 25 per cent.
2 Since the Survey is composed of credit-granting stores only, the proportion of total sales transacted on credit is larger than it would
be if all stores were included.
3 Includes mail-order houses.
4 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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the preceding year. The increase of 6 per cent at
hardware stores was the largest reported in the
1951 Survey and resulted from gains in all three
types of sales. Purchases of garden equipment,
tools, and items for home repair and improvement
were important in this expansion. Tire and acces-
sory stores were able to offset their declining sales
of major household appliances with increased vol-
ume of business in other lines. Business at jewelry
stores, in large part because of the character and
diversity of products handled, continued to run
counter to the trend at most durable goods outlets.
During the war, when other durable goods were
scarce, jewelry store trade increased steadily. As
supplies of other durables expanded after the war,
jewelry sales declined moderately. Throughout
most of 1951, however, these outlets were able to
maintain sales at comparatively high levels.
Department stores are classified as nondurable
goods outlets because of the importance of their soft
goods departments, but hard goods constituted an
increasing proportion of their total sales in postwar
years prior to 1951. Sales of major household
appliances and television sets declined both in dol-
lar volume and as a percentage of the total in 1951,
but total sales at these stores were 4 per cent larger
than a year earlier. The major portion of this sales
gain occurred in women's apparel and accessories
and in men's wear. The upward trend for these
departments was consistent with the sales increases
reported by apparel stores.
Transactions by type varied considerably from
one trade to another. Although charge-account
sales on a national basis showed no increase in rela-
tive importance from 1950 to 1951, such sales ex-
panded in dollar volume at eight of the nine trade
lines surveyed and as a percentage of total sales
at seven of the nine groups. Since expansion in
charge-account sales occurred so much more fre-
quently than in the case of either cash or instal-
ment sales, it would appear that charge-account
sales had an expansionary influence on total sales of
most trade lines in 1951. Cash sales increased at
only five of the nine groups.
Instalment sales were down in Rve trade lines.
The largest decline, 11 per cent, occurred at house-
hold appliance stores. At furniture stores and auto-
mobile dealers, where instalment sales also account
for large proportions of total business, sales of
this type declined more moderately. These de-
velopments emphasize the fact that shifts in demand
for major durable consumer commodities usually
have a greater effect on instalment sales than on
either cash or charge-account sales, since a large
proportion of articles of high unit value are pur-
chased on instalment. Shifts in demand for such
durables were substantial in 1951.
At stores handling primarily commodities not
covered by Regulation W, instalment sales increased
—by 3 per cent and 4 per cent, respectively, at hard-
ware and jewelry stores, and by more than 10 per
cent at both men's clothing and women's apparel
stores. The gains at apparel stores were accom-
plished partially through the increased use of three-
payment plans for purchase of suits and coats. In-
stalment sales of these outlets continued to be a
relatively small part of their total business.
INSTALMENT ACCOUNTS RECEIVABLE
Year-end instalment accounts receivable declined
at six of the nine trade lines reporting in the 1951
Survey. A number of factors contributed to these
declines. Changes in demand for some items that
are usually sold on instalment and Government
regulation of instalment contracts tended to reduce
instalment sales. The regulation also operated to
reduce accounts receivable by increasing the pro-
portion paid down on instalment purchases and
shortening the average repayment period. Changes
in sale of instalment paper were generally small
and were not an important factor in the 1950-51
changes in year-end accounts receivable.
Household appliance stores, which showed the
largest decline in instalment sales of any line cov-
ered, also had the greatest reduction in end-of-year
indebtedness. Automobile tire and accessory stores
reported a decline in instalment accounts receivable
more than proportionate to the decline in annual
instalment sales. As shown in Table 3, these stores
reported larger down payments in 1951 than in
1950, an increase in the proportion of instalment
paper sold to outside agencies, and faster repay-
ments on paper retained.
Instalment accounts receivable held by automo-
bile dealers declined 8 per cent from the end of
1950 to December 31 of the following year. How-
ever, this is not necessarily indicative of the change
in total outstanding indebtedness arising from
their instalment sales since automobile dealers sell
nearly all of their instalment paper to banks, finance
companies, and others.
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TABLE 3
RETAIL ACCOUNTS RECEIVABLE AND RELATED ITEMS, BY KIND OF BUSINESS
























































































































































1 Estimated in part from reported data.
2 Includes mail-order houses.
3 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
4 Not computed because the small proportion of instalment paper retained by automobile dealers gives a collection period not typical
of their entire instalment business.
Instalment accounts receivable of hardware stores
on December 31, 1951, were somewhat below those
of a year earlier in spite of an increase in instal-
ment sales during the year. A similar decline in
instalment indebtedness occurred at furniture stores.
These declines reflected changes in the sales pattern,
larger down payments, and faster repayment during
1951 than prevailed during most of 1950.
At jewelry stores end-of-year instalment accounts
receivable showed a small increase from 1950 to
1951. These were the only outlets selling durable
goods for which the average repayment period
lengthened in 1951.
Down payments on instalment sales, which vary
considerably from trade to trade, were somewhat
larger in 1951 than in the preceding year at all
retail outlets handling primarily commodities sub-
ject to Regulation W. This reflects in part the fact
that regulation of credit terms was in effect through-
out all of 1951 but only a part of 1950. The 1951
average down payment as a proportion of instal-
ment sales amounted to nearly one-half at automo-
bile dealers, more than one-fourth at hardware
stores, and approximately one-fifth at furniture and
household appliance stores.
The most marked increases in down payments—
4 percentage points—occurred at automobile tire
and accessory stores and at department stores, both
of which handle a great variety of merchandise and,
consequently, are subject to fluctuations resulting
from shifts in the relative importance of different
types of commodities. These stores have smaller
average down payments relative to instalment sales
than those transacting nearly all of their deferred
credit business in hard goods of high unit value.
At jewelry and apparel stores, where little or none
of the merchandise sold was subject to regulation,
down payments remained virtually unchanged as a
proportion of the sales price.
Sales of instalment paper vary widely from one
kind of business to another. Automobile dealers
customarily sell most of their instalment paper
regardless of size or type of operation. Household
appliance stores sold more of their instalment paper
—about one-third—in the past two years than in
other recent years. Jewelry and apparel stores con-
tinued to hold virtually all of their instalment
contracts in 1951.
Practices in financing customer instalment ac-
counts may also differ greatly within a given kind of
business. Some companies prefer to finance receiv-
ables through direct sale of customer paper, while
others obtain bank loans or make other financial
arrangements and service their own paper. Small
and medium-sized household appliance stores sell
a larger proportion of their instalment paper than
large stores or multiple-unit operations. On the
other hand, large and multiple-unit firms account
for most of the paper sold by department stores
and mail-order houses. In those trade lines that
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customarily hold most of their paper or transact
little instalment business, sale of paper by multiple-
unit outlets is less usual than at other outlets.
CHARGE ACCOUNTS RECEIVABLE
Total consumer charge accounts outstanding, esti-
mated from monthly data, were above year-ago
levels throughout most of 1951 and on December
31 amounted to nearly 4.6 billion dollars, more than
0.2 billion above the amount outstanding a year
earlier. Among the trade lines covered by the Sur-
vey, increases in such credit outstanding at the end
of the year were reported by department stores,
men's clothing stores, women's apparel stores, and
automobile dealers, as shown in Table 3. These
four groups transact a substantial proportion of all
retail charge-account business.
Year-end charge accounts receivable of automo-
bile tire and accessory stores declined substantially
despite an increase in annual charge-account sales.
Sales at these outlets were large in December 1950,
and the amount of credit outstanding reached an
unusually high level at the year-end. In the fourth
quarter of 1951, particularly in December, sales
were below those of a year earlier, and end-of-year
accounts receivable fell considerably below the large
amount outstanding at the end of the preceding
year. At the other four durable goods outlets,
charge accounts receivable at the end of 1951 were
only slightly below those at the close of 1950.
The average collection period for charge accounts
in 1951 was between 50 and 70 days for most
groups. These accounts were repaid more slowly
at four of the nine trade lines, and at about the
same rate as in 1950 at two others. At furniture
stores, however, where the repayment period had
been somewhat longer than at other outlets in 1950,
charge-account credit was paid off more rapidly in
1951. This change may have been due, at least in
part, to some reclassification of 90- and 120-day ac-
counts, which had been carried on a charge-account
basis during the period when instalment credit was
unregulated but which under regulation were de-
fined as instalment credit. Charge accounts of auto-
mobile tire and accessory stores customarily have
been collected more rapidly than at most other re-
tail outlets. In 1951 the collection period was re-
duced about one-fourth, averaging only 37 days.
INVENTORIES
Retail inventories expanded considerably dur-
ing most of 1950, despite record sales, and this accu-
mulation continued in the early part of 1951. Ac-
cording to Department of Commerce estimates,
retail inventories reached a seasonally adjusted high
of 20.6 billion dollars on May 31. As the market
TABLE 4
INVENTORIES, BY KIND OF BUSINESS AND BY SIZE OF STORE
































































































































1 Turnover is the ratio of sales to year-end inventories. Reporting firms were classified as small, medium, and large on the basis of
1951 annual sales volume. Different trade lines were classified into size groupings appropriate for the particular line. The range of the
medium-sized group for each trade line, in thousands of dollars, is as follows: Department stores, 1,000 to 10,000; men's clothing and
women's apparel stores, 250 to 1,000; furniture stores, 200 to 500; household appliance and jewelry stores, 100 to 250; hardware stores,
100 to 500; automobile dealers, 250 to 500; automobile tire and accessory stores, 50 to 100. Within trade lines, stores with sales volume
below the lower limit for the medium-sized group were classified as small; those with sales above the upper limit for that group were
classified as large.
2 Includes mail-order houses.
3 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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softened, inventories began to appear large in rela-
tion to current sales volume. With orders for most
items being filled promptly, merchants found it
desirable to buy more cautiously. At the same time
they attempted to expand sales and reduce large
stocks of many items through special features, tie-in
sales, mark-downs, and occasionally through some-
what lower mark-ups. By December 31 retail in-
ventories had been reduced to 18.3 billion dollars,
only 0.5 billion over the total at the end of 1950.
At the end of 1951, retailers' merchandise orders
for future delivery were substantially below those
of a year earlier.
Inventory changes by trade lines varied sharply
from the 3 per cent increase shown by total retail
inventories during the year 1951. Increases for
automobile dealers, hardware, men's clothing, and
department stores ranged from 16 to 4 per cent, as
shown in Table 4. In the two lines reporting de-
creases in stocks—furniture stores and automobile
tire and accessory stores—the changes were small
and did not alter the relationship with sales.
Automobile dealer stocks, although drawn down
in the third quarter of 1951 and held at the lower
level in the final three months, were 16 per cent
larger at the end of 1951 than a year earlier. A part
of this change was due to increases in ceiling prices
granted during the year. With sales down for the
year, the turnover ratio (annual sales divided by
year-end inventory) for automobile dealers dropped
to 8.6 times from 10.3 times in 1950. The rate of
turnover was reduced at dealers of all sizes, but con-
tinued to be somewhat more rapid at large and
multiple-unit outlets than among the small and
medium-sized dealers. Inventories of household
appliance stores at the end of 1951 were slightly
larger than at the end of the preceding year, and,
when related to the reduced annual sales volume,
indicated a stock turnover of 3.3 times in 1951 as
compared with 3.7 times in 1950. The rate of turn-
over was slower in 1951 at stores in each size group.
At hardware stores and men's clothing stores,
where inventories were up 8 per cent and 7 per
cent, respectively, over the year-period, the turnover
rate continued to be about the same as in 1950—
slightly less than three times a year. Women's ap-
parel stores, which normally carry smaller inven-
tories relative to the dollar volume of sales than
men's clothing stores, reported no change in year-
end inventories although sales volume expanded.
Inventory turnover, therefore, was somewhat faster
in 1951 than a year earlier. As in other recent
years, the small stores generally reported a slower
rate of turnover than the larger outlets.
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